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To all the doctors, nurses, and other essential workers who stepped up to do their jobs in New York City despite the peril of the pandemic. Thank you for your sacrifice.

Also, to all those who died from COVID-19 and their grieving families.
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PUBLISHER

Moonlight Books

Dear Reader-

Unforgettable is a book unlike my nonfiction and romance fiction works. It blends the real with the imagined—the horror of the pandemic, with the blossoming of love. It was a book I had to write. While news reports of hard times in New York City were shared across the globe, they didn’t paint a detailed picture of the day-to-day life of New Yorkers. Trapped in their apartments, living in fear of a virus lurking right outside their doors, they fought to maintain a semblance of a normal life. New Yorkers searched for hope, only to have terrifying statistics, renewed day after day, beat those aspirations to a pulp.

Death devastated family after family—in the hundreds, soon to be thousands, every day. Struggling to deal with shortages of food, supplies, and disinfectants, many relied on help from family, friends, and even total strangers.

I spent three months inside, except for three visits to the park and the occasional few hours spent on the roof of my apartment building. The only truly safe place for my husband and me was our apartment, yet it seemed to shrink with each week that passed. I bounced back and forth between “rat in a cage” and “prisoner in jail” as ways to describe the experience. News of friends and relatives of friends who had succumbed to the hideous virus kept our fear levels at peak.

As I lived through this horrific time, I had a growing need to chronicle the events, the feelings, and the emotions of the experience. Of course, as a writer, I wondered what would happen if people were thrown together during the pandemic and had to find a way to get along? Could it possibly create an everlasting bond between two former strangers?

Wasn’t surviving the virus kind of like going through a war together with someone? Wouldn’t it change you forever? And might it not bring your partner-in-endurance close to you in unexpected ways? Thus was born the idea for Unforgettable, a chronicle of an unforgettable time and two unforgettable people who survived it.

I hope you enjoy the story and feel the panic and fear I felt while hanging on to the hope of coming out whole on the other side—as well as the love and trust enabled through shared experience.

Sincerely,

Jean C. Joachim
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MARCH

Week Two

DR. CARY METCALF SLAMMED into his house and took the stairs to his bedroom two at a time. He yanked two suitcases from the closet and emptied his top two drawers into one. Throwing the closet door open, he grabbed a handful of jeans and shirts. After a hasty folding of the pants and oxford button-downs, he stuffed them into the empty valise. No need for fancy clothes. He’d be at the hospital all day anyway. One more item—his dopp kit from the bathroom. He added it to the mishmash, and, with maximum effort, closed both bags. Dr. Henry Metcalf, Cary’s father, waited outside.

“Good luck, Son. Stay healthy.” His father’s eyes wetted, his face pinked.

“Thanks for taking over, Dad.” Cary hugged him.

“Don’t worry about Lucky. I’ll take good care of him.”

“I know you will.”

The Irish Setter barked. Cary locked his front door then dumped the luggage in the trunk. He set his GPS for an address on West 78th Street in Manhattan, started his car, and sped out of his driveway.

Cruising at eighty on the highway, he had the road almost to himself. The coronavirus pandemic had hit and New York state was on lockdown. Sitting back, he let his mind wander. He did some of his best thinking behind the wheel.

Who was he? Simply a country doctor. He treated all sorts of complaints and diseases, but he’d never been part of a rescue team for a pandemic before. At thirty-five years old, he had experience, a wealth of knowledge, and a calm demeanor. But could he stand up to the stress of treating hundreds of patients day after day and face death tolls beyond his imagination?

“You’ll do whatever you have to. Hell, you’ve done ER before. Piece of cake, right?” But his words brought little comfort. He searched his brain for any experience even close to the horrific situation in New York City and couldn’t come up with one.

His phone rang. Feeling reckless, he answered. “Hello?”

“Cary?”

“Oh hi, Aunt Sue.” With no time to arrange for a hotel room and no idea how long he’d be needed, he’d contacted his widowed aunt. She’d offered the spare room in her apartment and he’d jumped at it.

“Where are you? When do you plan to arrive?”

“I’m on the highway. ETA according to the GPS is about an hour and a half.”

“Oh good. I’ve made soup.”

His stomach roiled at the thought of food. “Great.” Couldn’t disappoint his aunt, could he?

“It’s a wonderful thing you’re doing.”

“Everyone has to do whatever they can, right?”

“Of course. See you soon.”

She clicked off.

Aunt Sue, his father’s younger sister, was one of his favorites. The old lady didn’t have kids of her own. She and Uncle Jasper had doted on Cary. He welcomed her love and support as he faced this unknown challenge.

After he crossed the George Washington Bridge, he eased down Broadway. Few cars. No taxis. An eerie feeling of unexpected quiet surrounded him. He had no idea what to expect, but empty New York City streets was beyond his imagination. Dr. Cary Metcalf did not like surprises. Oh, sure the party for his thirtieth birthday ended up a good one. But medical surprises? He dreaded those, he’d had enough for a lifetime.

This scene entered an entirely new realm of surprise. The stillness of the air, the lack of noise, and the missing motion of cars, even taxis, sent a creepy shiver up his spine, as if he were on another planet. Could a giant city grind to a halt in a matter of days? Was this really New York City or a movie set during a break?

Breezing down Broadway, he turned on Sue’s block and couldn’t believe his luck—a parking space right in front of her brownstone. After he pulled in, he grabbed his luggage, dragged it to the building entrance, and hit the buzzer. There was no elevator, so he trudged up the stairs.

The door across from Aunt Sue’s opened a crack. Guess they have neighbors as nosy in New York City as they do in Pine Grove.

His aunt threw open the door and spread out her arms. “So glad you’re here, Cary. How was your trip? Are you hungry? I made soup.”

Standing in Sue’s doorway, he glanced at the door opposite, now open halfway. An attractive woman with short, auburn hair smiled at him. “Welcome. Glad you’re here. Sue refuses to stay home. I hope you can convince her of the danger lurking outside.”

“I’ll do my best. Dr. Cary Metcalf.” He extended his hand

“Sarah Linden. Sorry. I don’t shake hands anymore. The virus. You get it.”

“Oh, of course, of course. Sorry.” He nodded. Crap, here five seconds and already doing the wrong thing. How does one behave in a pandemic? I have no effing clue.

“I’ve gotta run. Class.”

“Class?”

“I’m a teacher.”

“ I thought school was cancelled?”

“In the classroom. But we’re teaching via the Internet now. No excuse to be late to class when you’re doing it from your living room. By the way, welcome.”

“Thanks.”

Cary shoved his suitcases inside. The apartment was as neat and tidy as ever. The warm, familiar aroma of pea soup made his mouth water.

“Homemade pea soup with hot dogs. Your favorite?”

“Damn! Sure is. Haven’t had it in years.”

“Sit down. Sit down. Tell me all about your life in Pine Grove.” Sue ladled soup into a bowl and set it in front of Cary. The smell tantalized his taste buds. Hunger gnawed at his belly. “And there’s more.”

“I hear you’re not obeying the governor’s rule of staying home,” he said between spoonfuls.

“I need exercise. Gotta get to the grocery store. Maybe meet a friend.”

“You’ve got to stay inside.”

“Humph.”

He paused between bites. “Aunt Sue, if you get sick, you could die.”

“I’ve made it to seventy-two already.” She patted his hand. “I’m goin’ strong.”

Cary shook his head. His aunt appeared as stubborn and ignorant as she was sweet. “People your age are dying from this.”

“Okay, okay. You didn’t come here to ride herd on me, did you?” She frowned.

“I came here to work.” He finished the last of the soup.

“Take some bread.” Sue buttered a piece and handed it to him.

“I’ve gotta go.” He checked his watch. “I’m supposed to meet Dr. Alan Snider in half an hour.”

“Okay. Go make the world safe.” She rose.

Cary grabbed the bread, went to kiss his aunt’s cheek, but stopped. She frowned. “I guess that stuff is on hold now.”

“I’m sorry. I think you’re safe, but I don’t know. Since I’m working in the hospital, I can’t take a chance.”

“It’s okay, Cary. You’re right.”

“Thanks, Aunt Sue.”

She pressed a ring sporting two keys into his hand. “Here you go. So you don’t have to buzz.”

“Thanks.”

When he hit the street, he turned right, toward the subway. His heart pounded. He’d never been in war triage or an epidemic, let alone a pandemic. How was the disease being transmitted? Did people need to start wearing masks? Could he remain safe while treating patients? What kind of equipment did the hospital have? Cary had no idea what to expect. At least he wasn’t in the high-risk group for death. Still, so many questions and very few answers.

And what the hell had Aunt Sue been thinking, being so reckless by going outside? Good thing Sarah Linden ratted on Sue, otherwise she might not have told him. What would he do if she got sick? He couldn’t stay home and take care of her. He stepped up to the window to buy a MetroCard and shoved a twenty under the bars.

“Which train do I take to Empire Hospital? It’s on Hamilton Square.”

“You a doctor? Nurse?”

“Doctor.”

“Oh okay. From out of town?”

“Yes. Pine Grove, New York.”

“Oh all right. No charge. Courtesy of New York City.” The woman slid a MetroCard across, along with his money.

“Thanks.” He smiled. The generous act and her warm smile chased away the chill from the damp underground station.

“No. Thank you, Doc.” She grinned.
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SARAH LINDEN SAT AT her computer, biting her lip. “Time’s up. Pens down. Let’s go alphabetically.”

Forcing herself to concentrate while her eleventh-grade students read what they’d written to a word prompt, she fought the rise of panic in her guts. Living alone through this crisis preyed on her mind.

“My mother’s been coughing. What if she’s got the virus?” a boy asked.

Sarah looked up, focusing on her students again. “If she’s sick, she’s got to call the doctor, John. I can’t tell you what to do. You need a doctor’s advice.”

Glancing at her watch, she noted only fifteen minutes left of class. “Who wants to read next?”

At noon, she logged off of her computer, picked up a notebook, and wandered over to the window, no reason to hurry—she wasn’t going anywhere. She slumped down on the window seat, fingering the blue gingham curtains. Glancing around the room, her gaze lit on the wallpaper trim. Country. The navy corduroy sofa, and the yellow walls—Jonathan, her ex, would have hated the color scheme. She got custody of the two overstuffed chairs now flanking the sofa, perfect to curl up on and read on a cold winter’s night.

She grinned. When they divorced, she’d vowed to create a “country escape” in the city where she could write the “great American novel” while he paid the rent. But life had done a one-eighty. And her cozy writer’s den had now become her prison.

She parted the curtains and stared out at the street. Living on the second floor in the front of the building, often she had to close the windows to keep out the noise. She opened it wide. Nothing. The occasional ambulance screamed by but no sounds of people. No laughter or snippets of overheard conversation drifted in her window. She had the silence she swore she craved, only to discover it was the last thing she wanted.

The dull, gray sky mixed with the taupe of the bare trees and the neutral tone of the sidewalk weighed her down. Thank God for the bright lemon yellow of her walls. Would it be the closest she’d get to sunlight? A gust of cold air chilled her. She shut the window and padded into the kitchen. It was noon. Lunchtime, but she had no appetite.

When this craziness started, Sarah had dusted off an empty journal she found in her closet and started a handwritten diary. She took her half-finished coffee with her, pulled a pen from her pocket, and sank onto a comfy chair where she could see the street, hoping for a sign of human life. Outside, sparrows vied for crumbs, but few people passed by. She opened the book to the last entry then turned the page.

Dear Diary,

Another writing lesson for the gifted class. They’re all writing about the virus. Their fear is palpable. I don’t have words of comfort. I’m in the dark, like they are. I wish I could say something to help, but words fail me.

I don’t have to worry about Sue across the hall anymore. Her nephew, a doctor, has come to stay. At least she’s not alone. She’s been such a lifeline for me. Since Jonathan left, it’s been hard. And now, the isolation is almost unbearable. He wasn’t much company, but at least he was a warm body and would actually talk to me once in a while.

I’m going to watch television then get back to writing my “great American novel.” Sometimes, my greatest fear is I will have nothing to write about. More tomorrow.

She closed the book and placed it on a low shelf. After fixing a spare lunch of a tuna fish sandwich and two Girl Scout cookies—she was rationing those—she sat in front of the television and tuned in to a Netflix series she’d been binge-watching.

After the show, she took out a dish of frozen leftovers. She’d better get up her courage to go to the grocery store. Now that Sue’s nephew had arrived, dinners at her house wouldn’t be happening so often, if at all. Sarah sighed. The old woman was lively, talkative, and friendly. She’d gotten Sarah to pour out her sad story of her husband leaving her for another woman. She smiled as she recalled Sue’s reaction.

“What a bum! Stupid man. How could he find a woman as attractive and charming as you?”

“He did.”

“Hmph. He thinks he did. But after a few months, he’ll get tired of her and wish he had you around. And it’ll be too darn bad for him. Because you’ll be so busy dating all the handsome men on the Upper West Side, you won’t even have time to answer his calls!”

Sarah had burst out laughing, but her heart swelled. Sue Rawlings was a one-woman cheering section, and Sarah wasn’t about to mess with her singular support system.

The clomp, clomp, clomp of young feet on the stairs interrupted her program. She rewound to watch again. Janice and Bill Wormsley and their three kids had the two-bedroom upstairs. Sarah envied and pitied them. Sure would be nice to have a family, but she’d be tearing her hair out figuring out how to entertain them. Their kids were good kids, polite, cute, and chatty.

Sue had become a substitute grandmother for them. Being across the hall, Sarah couldn’t miss every time Sue’s bell rang.

“Mrs. Rawlings, can I look out your window?”

“Mrs. Rawlings, can I have another cookie?”

“Mrs. Rawlings, will you read my new book?”

The children swarmed her like drones around a queen bee. Sarah had spied Sue’s smile widen at each interruption. Wonderful smells emanated from her apartment, too. Sarah had tasted her baked goods and could swear the woman was the best baker on the Upper West Side. More than once, samples of scones and brownies coming from Sue’s place had lured Sarah out of a depressed mood.

Yawning, Sarah stretched and reached for the remote. She turned off the television and strolled to the window once more before heading for the bedroom. Interrupted by nightmares at night, she took naps to make up for the lack of sound sleep. She checked her watch and slipped off her shoes. Why was she even wearing shoes? It wasn’t like she was going anywhere. She shook her head, stretched out on her bed, and covered herself with an afghan Sue Rawlings had crocheted.
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AFTER LOOKING AROUND for a second, Cary zeroed in on the information desk. “Where can I find Dr. Snider?”

A plump woman in her mid-forties, dressed in street clothes looked up.

“Third-floor reception. They’ll page him.”

“Thanks.”

Waiting for the elevator, he looked around. All the healthcare workers wore gowns, gloves, and heavy-duty plastic shield masks. He wore no protective gear at all. Did he make a mistake already—on his first day? Perspiration dampened his forehead. He stepped in the elevator and pushed the button for the third floor.

On the third floor, the woman behind the counter was a nurse, garbed in protective gear.

Cary approached her. “Can you please page Dr. Snider for me?”

“Sure. And you are?”

“Dr. Cary Metcalf. Here to help.”

“Great. Just a minute.”

Cary wandered around. There were beds in the hallway. Patients in the waiting room wore masks. Nurses wearing PPE rushed past. Doctors conferred with one another in hushed tones as they strode down the hall. Conversation tossed between the men and women created a low-level buzz. The air weighed heavy with worry and sickness.

The lack of noise struck Cary. He’d spent his internship and residency in a bustling hospital in Los Angeles. There was always noise, the din of doctors and nurses played against the conversations between husbands and wives, children and parents—whole families who came to see newborns. But not here.

Empire had no joyous sounds of people fussing over babies or the jabbering conversation among family members in the hospital room of a loved one. In his day, he’d heard all kinds of sounds, from happy laughter to sad sobbing. But not today. The soft-soled shoes of the medical staff made no noise as they hustled from bed to bed, room to room.

The lack of noise struck Cary. There were no families allowed. People struggling with the virus had to fight their battle without the help and support of loved ones. Those destined to die would die alone. Only doctors and nurses, desperate to find a way to make them well, interacted with patients. And orderlies wielding bedpans and food trays. The quiet had an ominous feeling. The presence of death lurking in the hallways was almost palpable.

What had he walked into? Had he been naïve? Perhaps everything he’d read and heard about this terrible scourge was true? He was in the midst of it now, no backing out, no changing his mind. He’d have to deal with whatever came along. Sweat broke out on his forehead, his stomach turned queasy.

A man wearing scrubs, gloves, and a protective mask hurried down the hall toward Cary. The man was about two inches shorter with intense, dark eyes and dark hair. Instinctively, Cary stuck out his hand. The other man kept his at his side.

“Alan Snider. Sorry, Dr. Metcalf. We don’t shake hands here anymore. Nothing personal.”

“Oh, of course, of course. Sorry. Still getting used to that.” Shit! Another mistake! Pulling a handkerchief out of his back pocket, he mopped his brow.

“Not a problem. Thanks for coming. This way. We’ll get you outfitted and put you to work.”

Cary followed along, catching snatches of the conversations as they went. Words like “twelve-hour shifts” and “wash your hands after every encounter, every touch of anything” and “the mask will prevent you from touching your face.”

Doctor Snider gave him over to Nurse Carol Crawley. She took him to a supply room where he donned scrubs and protective gear. All the while, she ticked off from her list of procedures.

“You’re working with Dr. Snider?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“What are you treating on this floor?” Cary slipped the scrubs shirt over his head. Carol stared blankly.

“What we treat every day. Covid-19. The entire hospital. Nothing but Covid-19.”

Cary’s brows rose. “Good God!”

“Don’t you watch the news? Thousands more. In every hospital in the city.”

Cary’s heartbeat spiked. Sweat broke out on his forehead. His hanky was already soaked. He put on his scrubs hat. “Tissue?”

“Here you go.” Carol pointed to a box on a stand. “Yeah. The numbers make us all sweat.”

“And you stay well?”

“Didn’t Dr. Snider give you the drill?”

“Wash your hands and don’t touch your face?”

“Yeah. Dump your clothes in the wash the second you get home, take a hot shower, and you should be okay.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ll be shadowing Dr. Snider for today. Tomorrow, you’ll be on your own.”

Cary’s chest tightened. “You sure about tomorrow?” His pulse kicked up, sweat trickled down his neck. It had been a long time since he’d worked in a hospital. Was it like riding a bike? Did it come back to you? People’s lives were at stake. Wise words from his father flitted through his brain. “You’ll figure it out.”

“You have to be. We’re too shorthanded. Dr. Snider’s office is down the hall on the left. You’ll see his nameplate. Good luck. Thanks for coming. We need you.”

“Thanks again.” Cary found the doctor’s office and knocked. The doctor joined him.

“Ready? Let’s go.” Dr. Snider didn’t wait for a response; he stopped at the first room and took the chart from the end of the bed. Cary stood by his side.

Cary focused on Dr. Snider, making mental notes of how he evaluated each patient.

“We’re short on ventilators, so we only put the most dire cases on. The moment you think someone’s breathing well enough to go on his own, take him off. There will probably be five more people waiting for it.”

Sweat soaked Cary’s shirt. “How is it possible to treat everyone?”

“I have no fucking clue. But we’re doing it.” Moving to the next bed in the room for four that actually held five beds, Dr. Snider picked up the chart of the next patient.

All day, they were on the move. They checked charts for records of fever and oxygen levels. Nurses did their best to keep patients hydrated. At two o’clock, Dr. Snider and Cary broke for a quick lunch.

“Did you bring food?” Dr. Snider pulled a bag out of his locker.

“No. Sorry. I didn’t know. I thought there’d be a cafeteria.”

“It’s okay. There is one, but it’s closed, except for coffee, vending machine crap, and bottled drinks. There are extra sandwiches in the fridge. Take one and a drink. Wash your hands before you eat. Scrub ’em. Then use sanitizer.”

Cary nodded. “Thanks.”

He pulled food from the fridge, washed up, and joined Dr. Snider. While he wolfed down his sandwich, he welcomed the chance to sit since he’d been on his feet for three hours straight. As soon as they finished their last bite, they donned new gloves and rode the elevator to the fifth floor. Six more hours to go.

“Bring juice and a snack every day. You’ll need it to make it to dinner.” Alan handed a bottle of apple juice to Cary.

“Thanks.”

“You need to keep your strength up. Where you from?”

“Pine Grove.” Cary uncapped the bottle.

“Pine Grove? Sounds like someplace out of a soap opera or something.” Alan laughed.

“Yeah. Small town.” He’d heard various negative descriptions of a small town, but Dr. Snider’s was a first. He had to give the man points for creativity.

“Bet you don’t get anything like this there, do you?” Dr. Snider perused the chart.

“Nothing even remotely close. No.” Cary glanced at the chart, too.

“Hell, we don’t get anything like this here in New York, either. It’s all new. We’re doing the dance as best we can. The supply shortage is killing us. Ever intubate anyone?” Dr. Snider turned his attention to Cary.

“Yes.” Cary shifted his weight. “I’ve never seen so many patients on ventilators.”

“After a while, you’ll get used to it.” Dr. Snider returned the chart to its hook and moved on to the next bed. “I’m checking breathing and oxygen levels.”

“Do you have a cutoff?”

“Yes, but we evaluate each patient separately. You know, by their progress.” Dr. Snider moved to the next bed. Cary followed.

“How do you deal with the death toll?” Cary asked, lowering his voice to a whisper.

“I don’t look at it. I look at the number of people we get off ventilators each day. The number we discharge each week.” Dr. Snider moved on to the next room.

“Makes sense.” Cary nodded.

“You’ll get there.”

Cary could only hope Alan Snider was right.
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AT SEVEN O’CLOCK, CARY finished his shift. Since he worked out and took care of himself, his muscles had handled the nine hours on his feet, but his mind swirled. Tomorrow would be worse. It would be his first day of a twelve-hour shift. Did he have the stamina to last? He’d find out soon enough.

He dumped his scrubs in a large garbage can lined with a black plastic bag and trudged the four blocks to the subway. His shirt soaked with sweat grew cold in the March wind. He shivered, anxious to get into the protection of the subway station. The greasy fish sandwich he ate for lunch sat like an undigestible lump in his stomach. Grateful to see only one other person in the train, he took a seat at the opposite end. With the man at the other end of the car, Cary didn’t need the mask he’d stuffed in his back pocket.

The hospital lost five patients this shift. Hell, he’d never lost this many in three months, let alone one day! Exhausted physically and mentally, he lost control of his emotions. His eyes watered. He bent his head, ashamed to cry in front of even one stranger. Men don’t cry, right? Especially not doctors. They saw sickness and death all the time. It was supposed to roll off their backs.

Not today. He raised his sleeve to wipe his face until he heard Dr. Snider’s warning, “Don’t touch your face,” echo in his head. The tears rolled down his cheeks and dropped onto the floor of the lurching car, leaving tiny puddles.

With so few passengers, the train made excellent time, getting him to his stop in a flash. Cary shook his head, scattering the remaining wetness and made a beeline for Sue’s apartment. He unlocked the outer door and the inner one.

“Cary! You’re back.”

He raised his hand. “Stay away. In fact, you might want to turn around. I’m going to strip down completely and put my clothes in the washer.” He emptied his pockets on the kitchen counter.

“Okay.” She left the room.

He faced the small washer sandwiched between the wall and the kitchen sink and took off every piece of clothing. He stuffed the garments into the machine then scrubbed his hands with hot water and soap. Afterward, because fear of spreading the virus to his aunt rattled him, he also rinsed them with Purell. Barefoot and totally naked, he returned to the washer, added detergent, set the dial to hot, and turned it on.

“You can come out, Aunt Sue. I’m heading to the shower now.”

He disappeared into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Stepping under the hot water, he hoped to wash away the memories of his day at Empire General. Instead, he rested his head
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